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Against a background of civil war, anger, and loss back home, how are Syrian theatre-makers in 
today’s Berlin navigating their new artistic and political landscape in order to make theatre, 
make a living, and perhaps eventually make a difference?  
My 2018 ATHE paper asked this question against its own background of raw and vivid loss. Our 
“Arab Theatre after the 2011 Uprisings” panel – comprising Ted Ziter and me, with Charlotte 
Canning as respondent – was inspired and instigated by our dear friend Hazem Azmy. Hazem 
was a beloved professor at Ain Shams University in Cairo and one of the most prominent and 
most intellectually honest Egyptian theatre critics of his generation. He loved Boston, having 
first visited for an ASTR conference ten years earlier, when he arrived on the very night in 2008 
that Barak Obama was elected president. Now, in 2018, we were both amazed at all the 
heartache and the thousand shocks that both our countries had suffered in just ten years.  
By temperament and training Hazem was a dialectical optimist – he liked to resist despair, 
quoting Orson Welles’ saying that “If you want a happy ending, that depends, of course, on 
where you stop your story.” His paper was to analyze a recent Egyptian adaptation of Inherit the 
Wind that won Best Performance at the National Theatre Festival in 2014, and its subsequent 
revivals: Did the play dramatize the battle between righteous reason and dull conformity, or 
between an arrogant intelligentsia and a threatened society? This was his way: to turn a text and 
performance over and over through different historical moments, watching it change meanings as 
different facets caught the light. But it was not to be. Three weeks before he was to come to 
Boston, Hazem died suddenly of an apparent heart attack in Belgrade, at the International 
Federation for Theatre Research conference, on July 10. He was just 49. 
In the Egyptian theatre community, Hazem’s death is not a singular grief but a tragedy upon 
tragedies. In September 2005, a theatre fire in Bani Suef killed 46 theatre festival participants 
including the entire jury, wiping out an entire cohort of critics and directors with one blow. In 
2017, prominent and beautiful-souled critic Nehad Selaiha, godmother to Egypt’s avant-garde 
theatre movement, died at just 72. My own mentor, Egyptian theatre critic and award-winning 
translator Farouk Abdel Wahab Mustafa, died five years ago at just 70. Egyptian theatre 
practitioners live with censorship and untimely death as a constant companion.  
The cohort of theatre-makers whom I met in Germany last year – Syrian playwrights and 
directors who have relocated to Berlin – inhabit a different landscape of loss, one with its own 
contradictions. They live in verdant, vibrant Berlin, where they moved by choice and not as 
refugees. Intelligent and lucky, productive and respected, for seven years they have opened up 
their laptops each day and seen the brutalization and death of friends or relatives, classmates or 
colleagues. Acutely aware of their own privilege, they both feel and resist the representative role 
thrust upon them by a German host society deeply curious (excited, interested, perhaps 
ambivalent) about its new Syrian members and about the conflict that brought them to Germany. 
They know that, as writer Liwaa Yazji told me, “Syria is à la mode these days.” They are 
grateful for the opportunities this brings. Yet they want more from their institutional sponsors 
and audiences than forensic interest or ethnographic curiosity. 
The divergent strategies of two recent plays in Berlin, the first by Mohammad al-Attar and Omar 
Abusaada at the Volksbühne and the second by Ayham Majid Agha at the Gorki Theatre, 
challenge us to theorize what the work of Syrian theatre artists in Europe can say at this moment, 
and to whom. Unlike some more typical cases of post-9/11 “Arab/ic theatre for Western 
audiences” (Litvin 2014), Berlin audiences are diverse, comprising viewers with different 
language skills and expectations including some who are Arab immigrants themselves or know 
Syria or other Arabic-speaking societies intimately, along with others who don’t but want their 
playgoing to be timely. Yet the Syrian-German arts community is relatively new, compared for 
instance to the generations-old Turkish-German arts community and the “post-migrant” theatre it 
has created (see, e.g., Çağlar 2016). So these Berlin-based Syrian artists do not fit neatly into the 
“Sindbad vs. Houdini” typology that Johanna Sellman and I recently proposed in another 
European context (Litvin and Sellman 2018); they are neither exotic visitors on tour nor Arab 
Germans. 
Iphigenia, a devised play by Mohammad al-Attar and Omar Abusaada, is the third in a trilogy of 
Greek tragedy offshoots with nonprofessional refugee Syrian female performers directed by 
Omar Abusaada, the last two written with playwright Mohammad al-Attar (Ziter 2017). 
Originally meant for Lesbos, Greece, it ran into logistical problems (the asylum-seeking 
participants there could not yet legally work in Europe) and moved to Germany, losing its 
resonance with the specific precarity of many Syrian refugees’ lives in Turkey and then in 
Greece: in Euripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis, Agamemnon’s daughter must agree to be sacrificed 
before his becalmed fleet, held prisoner by an angry goddess, can continue its journey. Instead 
the work moved to Berlin, where it served as poster-child for the shake-it-up internationalist 
credentials of the controversial new Volksbühne director, Chris Dercon.  
 
Rather than stage Iphigenia, the performers discussed it. Nine refugee performers in turn 
projected themselves into Euripides’ play: Iphigenia’s willingness to sacrifice for her family, her 
fear or willingness to embrace death, her perhaps overly loving relationship with her father. 
Unfortunately, nine consecutive auditions proved a static and rigid format. Each woman faced 
the camera alone, positioned in the role of supplicant, explaining why she thought she might 
perhaps be good enough to play Iphigenia’s part. Each woman’s vignette from her life – an 
aspiration to study engineering, a suicide attempt, a Skype session with her therapist back in 
Syria – introduced a monologue from the play. The performances interwove language registers, 
juxtaposing diverse Arabic dialects from different parts of Syria with monologues rising to 
literary Arabic. Instead the audition-shaped play also replicated the structure of the asylum 
application interview. The audience sat in for casting assistants or immigration officials – at best, 
for the supportive acting coach. The performance ended where it should have begun. 
Attar and Abusaada’s editing pushed back at liberal German preconceptions about refugees – to 
a point. The pauses and stumbles, as one blogger noted, played effectively with the audience’s 
“addiction to authenticity” (Stagescreen). One performer complained about Germans who wanted to 
hear only the harrowing tale of her terrifying sea escape, not other parts of her life: “No, actually, 
we were brave on the boat. We took selfies and sang songs, like tourists.” In the show’s only 
interlingual language game, the last and youngest cast member asked to audition in German, and 
movingly did so. She also insisted she wanted the role of Iphigenia “only if you cast me because 
I’m a good actress, not because I’m a refugee.” Of course, the whole structure of the work 
precluded this. (However, this was just Abusaada and Attar’s opening shot. Their collaboration 
with the Volksbühne is continuing with The Factory, a new and promising play about French 
interests in Syria, starring professional Arab actors.) 
A more aggressive and (in my view) successful 2017-2018 Syrian commentary on a classic text 
was the Gorki Theatre’s Die Hamletmaschine, a recutting of Heiner Müller’s play by Ayham 
Majid Agha, directed by Sebastian Nübling and performed by the Gorki’s multilingual Exil 
Ensemble. Raised in Deir ez-Zor and trained (like Attar and Abusaada) at Damascus’s Higher 
Institute of Dramatic Arts, Agha came to Germany in 2015. His horror-clown-show adaptation, 
solicited by Müller’s widow Brigitte Maria Mayer, was continuous with Muller’s, a swift step 
from the “zweiten Clown im kommunistischen Frühling” to the “third clown of the Arab spring.” 
It included some of Agha’s short original Arabic texts, including this folk etymology: 
“Cain repeated the same movement with his feet and moved his hands like wings. Upon 
throwing his brother’s corpse in the hole, he cawed like a raven. The ground, however, 
tore open along the line of blood. The blood tore open the earth.  
The blood cracked — Dam. 
A tear in the earth — Shak. 
Damashk — Damascus” 
 
Unlike the Gorki’s usual fare (predictably provocative black comedies on immigrant identity and 
Mediterranean/Eurasian trauma, laced with code-switching language games and topped with 
excellent English surtitle translations), Die Hamletmaschine mostly denied the audience the 
position of judges or insiders. A violent soundtrack (Metallica, Arab disco) accompanied 
allusive, opaque, obscene clowning performances (the program cited Artaud). The Syrian 
uprising and civil war appeared only in vignettes; the refugee experience hardly appeared at all. 
The Arabic texts were translated but also, as above, rendered phonetically, foregrounding the 
limits of translation. Müller’s text itself became almost a character, and translation became a 
major theme, with lines from Die Hamletmaschine projected in three languages on a semi-
transparent curtain that sometimes divided actors from audience. “Do you like it? It’s Heiner 
Müller. Read it!” one actor told the audience, pointing to the curtain. 
 
With its intertextual swagger, and the help of Nübling’s kinetic direction, Agha’s adaptation 
signalled the new immigrant’s complete comfort on the German theatrical scene. Several critics 
noted that it had taken a Syrian to revive their own classic; few Germans dare approach Müller’s 
ponderous 40-year-old text. They did not ask, of course, whether Müller is really their own – or 
whether, for instance, in the 1990s his work was studied more deeply at drama school in 
Damascus. 
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